translator's preface                 v
It will be observed that Bielschowsky was very conservative with respect to the poet's autobiographical writings. He said that the more he had studied the historical sources and the new facts brought to light, the more he had been convinced of the excellence of the poet's memory, the truthfulness of his utterances, and the correctness of his judgments concerning his own past. He differed from the poet's statements only when forced to do so by documentary evidence, or by strong proof.
His discussions of Goethe's writings are based on the redactions of greatest historical value. In the case of Gotz it is the second, of Werther the first, of Iphigenie the last, etc. His accounts of the Swiss journey of 1779 and the Italian journey are based, not on the letters as edited for publication by the poet, but on the original letters and journals. The orthography and punctuation of the passages cited have, with few exceptions, been modernised. The only changes which the translator has taken the liberty to make in the text are the substitution of the opening sentence of Chapter I. for two paragraphs, and a slight alteration in the wording of the paragraph referring to Faustina in Chapter XXVI. The footnotes signed "C." are inserted by the translator.
Bielschowsky's Goethe is characterised by ease of comprehension, artistic style, and scientific depth. His clearness in the analysis of characters and in the presentation of fundamental ideas is unsurpassed. No other biographer has ever traced the intimate relation between Goethe's personal experiences and his literary creations with such fine appreciation and such warm sympathy. The chief charm of his work, however, and what has doubtless contributed more than anything else to its phenomenal popularity, is his predominant use of continuous narrative, painting one complete word-picture after another, without stopping to turn aside and argue, or to show us the straw out of which he has threshed his wheat. One familiar with Goethe's letters, journals, and poetical writings is constantly pleased and surprised at the consummate skill with which Bielschowsky